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Impact of COVID-19 and Need to Invest in SEL  
In addition to economic disruptions and job loss, one of the most challenging 
consequences of the COVID-19 global pandemic has been the disruption to the traditional 
design and structure of educational programs resulting in a shift to Emergency Remote 
Teaching (ERT) in education systems across the world.  As such, COVID-19 has caused a re-
examination of the structure and functions of our education systems. Concerning education, 
we have to take into account that the current educative system took shape almost a century 
ago, when the designing of schooling and its funding intended to implement mass education 
on an “assembly-line model”, aiming to prepare students for their “places in life” (Darling-
Hammond, Schachner & Edgerton, 2020). However, with the turmoil of the current 
coronavirus disease (COVID-19) disrupting the normal functioning of schools and 
universities, there is an emerging shift to planning for what will likely be a new normal and 
for the transition towards it (Stark, White, Rotter, & Basu, 2020).  Darling-Hammond and her 
 




colleagues (2020) argue that COVID-19’s unprecedented disruption is an opportunity to 
consider how our increased knowledge about human development and learning can be used 
to redesign our education systems. Since children and youth learn best when they have the 
ability to combine emotion-regulation, coping, problem-solving, cognitive and social skills, 
Darling-Hammond et al. (2020) recommends that in order for schools to mitigate the 
pandemic’s impact on lifelong success and learning they should more fully invest in 
providing social emotional learning (SEL) activities.   
 Recognizing that the central disruption caused by COVID-19 is disconnection, 
CASEL’s SEL “Roadmap” stresses the need to create opportunities for educators to develop 
richer connections with their students and their peers (CASEL, 2020).  The OECD also 
highlights the significant contribution of teaching social, emotional and cognitive skills in 
coping with COVID-19 consequences, and offers an annotated selection of online educational 
resources intended for students, teachers and parents, that aims to support governments and 
other education leaders in researching and assessing different ways to continue educating 
students during the pandemic (Reimers, Schleicher, Saavedra, & Tuominen, 2020). 
Nature of Empathy 
As educators around the world are seeking new ways to meaningfully connect with 
their students and help students connect with their peers, one SEL skill that is receiving 
increased attention is empathy (Gelles, Lord, Hoople, Chen, & Mejia, 2020).  Empathy 
reflects the teachers ability to help students feel understood, heard and supported and 
generally refers to one’s ability to accurately perceive the emotional state of others and 
effectively communicate this understanding (Spreng, McKinnon, Mar, & Levine, 2009). Two 
interconnected dimensions of empathy include a cognitive dimension which refers to the 




emotional dimension that involves the expression of empathy whereby one is able to 
emotionally connect with another person’s feelings (Howe, 2012; Spreng, McKinnon, Mar, & 
Levine, 2009). 
The ability to effectively engage in empathy has been identified as an important skill 
in various professional fields that demand effective communication (Kourmousi et al., 2017), 
such as counselling and social work, health care, sales, and management.  In education 
settings, empathy enables educators to establish quality relationships with their students and 
has been found to improve classroom climate and subsequently, students’ learning and 
academic achievements (Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011). When students feel 
welcome, accepted, supported and understood, they can effectively engage in school 
activities and progress in academic achievements (Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011), 
which should be considered for all educational levels (Kourmousi et al., 2017). For the 
student population, empathy has been found to reduce bullying behaviour (e.g. Muñoz, 
Qualter, & Padgett, 2011) and school violence (e.g. Estévez, Jiménez, & Segura, 2019) and 
encourages youth to establish future goals (Malin, Reilly, Quinn, & Moran, 2014). 
According to the Collaborative on Academic, Social and Emotional Learning 
(CASEL) empathy is dependent on one’s level of social awareness which is defined as the 
ability to engage in perspective-taking that relies on understanding differences in opinions 
and values based on one’s background, culture, and/or contexts (CASEL, 2015).  Empathy 
has been proposed as a component of a critical triadic citizenship framework in social studies 
that can counter racism issues (Claravall & Evans-Amalu, 2020). Olsson and Spring (2018) 
suggest that empathy and emotional learning are mutually reinforcing, and in fact may 
include common mechanisms and evolutionary outcomes. They argue that empathy – 
particularly emotional resonance and experience sharing – is integral to social emotional 




been identified as a core component of social and emotional functioning across development 
(Eisenberg, Spinrad & Morris, 2014). 
Using Cross-Cultural Research to Explore Educator Perceptions on the Nature and 
Value of Empathy 
This study describes the results of a cross-cultural examination of educator 
perceptions regarding the nature and value of empathy in supporting their education mission.  
The study is part of a larger investigation on the nature and value of SEL skills that was 
conducted by the WERA recognized SEL International Research Network (SEL IRN).  The 
SEL IRN was formed in 2018 and consists of independent research teams from 18 countries.  
The common interest among the research teams is to understand whether and to what extent 
educators perceive SEL as important skills for improving classroom climate (Durlak, 
Weissberg, Dymnicki, et. al., 2011), providing the foundation for positive youth development 
(Solberg, Park & Marsay, 2020), and helping youth develop critical career and workforce 
readiness skills (Yoder, Atwell, Godek, et. al., 2020).  While 18 countries are participating, 
many are at different phases of data collection depending on when they first joined the IRN.  
A total of 7 countries that completed the first phase of research to identify educator 
perceptions of the nature of SEL (Ferrari & Solberg, 2020; Solberg, Ferrari, Andrei, et al., 
2019) collaborated on a deeper examination of Empathy.  While a range of SEL themes 
emerged from the first phase of research, empathy was selected for further study because it 
was one of the two themes identified by educators from all of the countries participating, and 
initial discussions indicated that there is a potential socio-cultural variation in how empathy is 
conceptualized. 
The operation of the SEL IRN seeks to reflect recent efforts to decolonize educational 




cultural studies seek to understand similarities and differences between two or more countries 
and/or cultures, too often Western theories and derived concepts serve as the model, and then 
data is collected from other contexts to examine whether and to what extent others compare 
to the existing Western definitions. The concern for this type of unidirectional strategy (Van 
de Vijver, 2013) is that it can be used to convince other cultures of the utility of Western 
values and ideas and thus result in an intellectual form of colonization.  
To avoid this, the SEL IRN designed its collaboration around egalitarian ideals that 
valued each country as a separate research team that used our IRN as a community of practice 
to discuss methods for reflecting the voices of each of our countries educators. While 
collectively, the teams designed a qualitative survey to gather educator perceptions regarding 
the nature of SEL, each team had complete autonomy with respect to how they altered the 
wording and structure of the survey to ensure it was culturally responsive to their respective 
country. Each country also had autonomy with respect to the types of educators they 
solicited. As a community of practice, we all participated in professional development for 
conducting qualitative analysis using a modified grounded theory strategy, and most teams 
used NVivo to support their analysis.  In this way, the present study regarding nature and 
value of Empathy, was designed in such a way to enable each country to consider the unique 
qualities of the Empathy construct as well as reflect on how these qualities could be 
understood within the sociocultural context of each country. 
Method 
Study Design 
Each of the 7 countries participating in this Empathy study are part of a larger 
investigation of educator perceptions of the nature and value of  SEL skills.  While each 
country conducted their own data collection and analysis, the SEL IRN established a 




received professional development to conduct the qualitative data analysis. The countries met 
regularly via Zoom to co-design open-ended SEL survey questions.  For this study, each 
country team identified educator responses that were deemed to relate to the concept of  
“empathy.”  The research questions guiding this study include: 1) How do educators’ 
understanding of the nature of empathy compare across cultures? and 2) How do educators 
from different countries perceive the value of empathy in creating a positive classroom 
environment?  
 SEL Survey 
All participating countries collaborated in the survey design.  A total of ten SEL 
questions were generated after reviewing the SEL framework from the Collaborative for 
Academic Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL). The questions primarily ask about: 1) 
SEL skills they believe educators should be using to effectively teach their students and 2) 
how each of the five SEL skill categories are relevant in helping educators support students in 
making a successful postsecondary transition and/or preparing to enter the world of work. 
Some countries created additional questions that are appropriate for their educational settings, 
as well as their cultural, political and societal contexts.  
Participants 
The number of participants varied by country, from 18 (Japan)  to 95 (Italy) with a 
total sample of 320 educators. The average participant number of the 7 countries was 60. The 
educator respondents were predominantly primary and secondary level teachers and school 
counselors. There was also representation from a wide-range of educators including pre-
service teacher trainees, college faculty, school administrators, headmasters, and supervisors. 
Data Collection 
Each country gathered a convenience sample of educators using a range of field 




educators and their contact information and worked with the intermediaries/representatives/ 
liaison officers to send out the survey link to potential participants. Online survey was the 
most reasonable method for many countries, yet each had autonomy over survey 
implementation given the different research conditions across countries. The use of Qualtrics 
was suggested, but some chose a different survey platform that is more widely used in their 
country and accessible by educators. Those who chose to use the paper and pencil method 
later imported the data into the computer. South Africa and Japan collected additional data 
via Professional Development workshops where the researchers introduced the survey during 
the workshops and invited the educators’ participation. This method tended to show a higher 
response rate than sending the survey links via group emails. After the initial round of data 
collection, South Africa adopted individual interviews after finding that educators were not 
comfortable elaborating their thoughts using a written survey format. 
Data Analysis 
After the data collection was completed, teams received professional development 
related to using modified grounded theory to analyze the results (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
The analytic process consisted of each country working independently to conduct open-
coding to identify word/s or a phrase that best described the idea embedded in each response 
(i.e., sentence). The process typically included: 1) reviewing and coding a few responses, 2) 
refining and adding new codes using a new set of responses, and 3) repeating the process 
until no new codes seem to be emerging. Then, each response was coded using the derived 
codebook.  Each country’s codebook consisted of the codes titles, a description of each code 
title and a “best” example for each code title.  Each codebook was then translated into 
English. 
For this study, codes, code descriptions, and a best example that were deemed by each 




an iterative process such that countries added empathy-related codes after reviewing what 
other countries shared. The English translations of each country’s empathy codebook were 
then  combined into a single dataset, and NVivo’s cluster analysis method was used to 
conduct a cross-cultural analysis. According to Guest & McLellan (2003), cluster analysis 
using qualitative data allows researchers to supplement the thematic understanding of the 
codes and themes by constructing an overall structure of the data. NVivo’s cluster analysis 
constructs the data structure using dendrograms and graphs.  
Using the dendrogram structure, those countries whose empathy codes were grouped 
together in a given cluster met to discuss the nature of their codes and consider similarities 
and variations among the codes within each cluster (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013).  Each country 
shared a summary statement for each code and shared their interpretation in the order that the 
code appeared in the cluster.  Once interpretation of each code was completed,  the country 
team had a culminating discussion that was designed to consider similar features of the terms, 
as well as identification of the unique features specific to the country context. Below, the  
Results section will focus primarily on the shared perspective about the nature of the each 
empathy cluster while the Discussion section will focus primarily on how the empathy terms 
can be understood within each country context.  
Results 
 The cluster analysis resulted in 19 clusters of which 7 focused directly on the nature 
of empathy and are described below. The other 12 clusters described antecedents to 
developing empathy and the range of consequences that result from engaging in empathy.  
The number of countries represented within each cluster varied from 6 to 2 (see Table 1).  
 Complex Communication Skills. This cluster consisted of the following terms - 
Becoming aware of the link between feelings and behaviours (Italy), Communication (South 




of other cultures (Romania), Social awareness (Romania), Respect to others (Turkey), 
Empathy (Japan), Respecting others (Japan), Empathy (Romania), Accepting others (USA), 
Respect others (Italy).  This cluster addresses a specialized set of communication skills 
needed to effectively manage complex classroom interactions.  The consensus among the 
country teams was that this cluster refers to educators needing to be aware of different 
learning styles, cultural backgrounds, and lived experiences of their students and take care in 
managing their internal feelings and external behaviors in order to model for students how to 
respect these differences. 
 Manage Conflict and Coordinate With Others. This cluster consisted of the 
following terms -  Performance in the workplace (Romania), Empathy (Greece), Accepting 
negative emotions (USA), Kindness (USA), Perspective taking (USA), Kindness and love 
(Italy), Respect for others (USA), Coordinating different opinions (Japan), Understanding 
others (Italy), Confrontation (Italy), Respect (South Africa), Active listening (USA), 
Listening (Romania). The consensus among the country teams is that this cluster addresses 
ways to improve classroom climate by accepting negative emotions, demonstrating kindness, 
being able to engage in perspective taking, coordinating strategies for examining and 
respecting different opinions, and being able to communicate. It was apparent from the 
country team discussions that the concept of “managing confrontations'' varied across 
cultures with Italy educators focused on improving classroom climate, South African 
educators seeking to help students learn how to respect one another by modeling ways to 
“comment on content, not the person,” and USA educators focused on being able to reflect 
their own perspective when addressing emotional issues. For Romanian educators, the nature 
of empathy for managing conflict focused on the workplace such that being able to convey an 
understanding of one another’s perspective serves as the foundation for collaboration which 




educators need to model in order to help students perceive others’ thoughts, feelings and 
needs which will then improve their ability to work collaboratively. In addition to 
perspective-taking, the discussion was also concluded that empathy is conveyed when 
educators express positive regard and avoid judgements towards their students which may 
allow students with negative beliefs about self and negative self-judgements about their past 
performance to reconsider and replace their beliefs and judgements with more positive 
perspectives. 
 Deep Listening. This cluster consisted of the following terms - Empathy (Italy), 
Understanding students (USA), Communication skills (Greece), Active listening (Greece) 
and Communication skills (Turkey).  Educator responses reflected strong agreement that the 
quality of their communication skills determined the quality and depth of the connections 
they can develop with their students.  Deep listening skills enable educators to be “in tune” 
with their students by communicating an understanding of their needs and perspectives as 
well as an understanding of their family context. 
Compassion. This cluster consisted of the following terms - Collaborate (Italy), “Love 
the person who is closest to you” (Romania), Managing emotions (Italy), Relate to many 
contexts (Italy), Compassion (South Africa) and Empathy (South Africa).  “Love the person 
closest to you” reflects the need to learn to trust and care for one another.  The consensus 
among the country teams was that educator responses reflect a need to express and manage 
emotions in appropriate ways and be able to show compassion for the suffering of others. 
Tolerating Differences. This cluster consisted of the following terms - Empathy 
(Romania), Tolerance (South Africa), Understanding own values (USA), Awareness of bias 
(USA) and Information gathering (USA). The consensus among the country teams was that 
educator responses reflected on mediating conflict by learning how to tolerate differences.  




own biases and values and being open to new information and ideas.  Educators reflected on 
the importance of being able or willing to tolerate the existence of opinions or behaviour that 
one dislikes or disagrees with as an initial step towards learning how to appreciate the value 
of these differences. Educators also reflected on the importance of students becoming aware 
of their own biases as well as their unique values, interests, and abilities as a foundation for 
learning how to become more comfortable with differences. 
  Appreciating Diversity of Experiences and Perspectives. The cluster consisted of the 
following terms - Appreciating diversity (USA), Verbalization (Japan), Embracing cultural 
differences (USA), Empathy (USA), Understanding others perspectives and values (Japan), 
Appreciating cultural differences (USA), Understanding different norms (USA), Getting to 
know the broader world (Japan), and Global perspectives (USA). The consensus among 
country teams was that educator responses reflected the need to be able to develop a more 
global perspective of different norms and perspectives and be able to verbalize the value of 
cultural differences. 
Respecting Diversity. The cluster consisted of the following terms - Recognizing 
surroundings (USA), Respecting diversity (Turkey), Empathy (Turkey), “Walking in 
someone else's shoes” (Japan), Building rapport (Japan), Respect (Greece), Accepting 
diversity (Greece), Coming up with resolutions (Japan), Romantic relationships (USA), Get 
in touch with others (Italy), and Reassure (Italy). The consensus among the country teams 
was that educators valued perspective taking  (i.e., “walking in someone else’s shoes”) as a 
way of managing classroom interactions in ways that solve interpersonal conflicts as well as 
reduces anxiety and stress by reassuring students that diversity is valued. 
Based on these 7 themes, the consensus among country teams is that empathy can be 
considered as a complex communication strategy that demands deep listening skills designed 




progression, empathy supports the full participation of all students by enabling educators and 
peers to learn how to tolerate, respect and eventually appreciate the diverse range of each 
other’s’ experiences and perspectives. 
Discussion 
 The purpose of this study was to conduct a cross-cultural examination of educator 
perspectives about the nature of empathy.  Each of the seven countries represented in this 
study used a modified grounded theory analysis to group educator empathy-related 
responses into themes which were then submitted to a qualitative cluster analysis.  Seven 
empathy clusters were generated - Complex Communication Skills, Manage Conflict and 
Coordinate With Others, Respecting Diversity, Deeper Listening, Compassion, Tolerating 
Differences, and Appreciating Diversity of Experiences and Perspectives.  The results were 
presented in terms of common themes and consensus about each cluster.  The major 
outcome of this analytic strategy is the proposal of a definition of empathy as being a 
complex communication strategy in which deep listening skills and the ability to express 
compassion are considered key mechanisms for creating a positive classroom and school 
environment.  In addition, empathy is considered critical in developing the perspective 
taking skills needed to develop one’s ability to tolerate, respect and eventually appreciate 
cultural and individual differences. 
 In order to more fully appreciate the cultural distinctiveness of each of the countries 
represented, the second part of the discussion section will focus on each country describing  
empathy themes within their sociocultural context.   
Greek Context 
  The present study took place during the last year of the Greek financial crisis (2009-




threat, distrust and depression (Davou & Demertzis, 2013) caused by the recession. Greeks, 
suffering from austerity, political traumas and striving for a debt-less, guilt-less, weight-less 
state, turned to empathy and compassion in order to help each other deal with the difficult 
situation and grow strong together (Tsichla, Hatzithomas, Boutsouki, & Zotos, 2019). The 
study findings concerning Greek teachers’ perceptions of empathy corroborated its 
importance and revealed three salient empathy themes: (a) communication skills with an 
emphasis on listening and active listening, (b) accepting diversity, and (c) respect.  
Concerning the first theme, the findings can be explained by the fact that the 
development of communication and counseling skills is embedded in teacher training in 
Greece which includes empathy and active listening abilities as key elements. Greek 
educators also valued accepting diversity as a critical empathy element. Considering that the 
presented study took place in a time when unparalleled flows of immigrants and refugees are 
observed in Greece leading to educational reforms in all teaching levels, the finding did not 
come as a surprise.  Greek teachers strive to respond to the needs of their refugee students, 
since they believe that empathy is about an equal process towards all students (Brouzos, 
1998).  The third empathy component is the expression of respect of their students and their 
needs. Respecting others has always had an important place among Greek virtues and values 
since ancient times. Although research on respecting others has been limited to the study of 
human rights, it is expected that more studies will be done in response to the recent influx of 
immigrants and refugees. 
Italian Context 
In recent years, Italian teachers have found themselves facing numerous social, 
political and cultural changes. In addition to a succession of school reforms that have 




heterogeneous classes both culturally and in terms of students' abilities.  In the last 20 years 
the percentage of students from migrant backgrounds in Italian schools has increased to 10% 
of the total student population. Their backgrounds represent more than 200 countries of origin 
which highlights the multicultural complexities that teachers are coping with (MIUR, 2019). 
In addition to the immigrant population, inclusion for students with disabilities became law in 
Italian schools in the 1970’s. Students with disabilities are about 3% of the total student 
population, their percentage has doubled in the last ten years (MIUR, 2019). Consequently, 
Italian teachers are being encouraged to develop a more complex set of social, emotional, 
cognitive and metacognitive skills (Biasi, Caggiano & Ciraci, 2019).  
It is not surprising, therefore, that in the Italian context, deep listening was perceived 
by educators as a critical component of empathy. Deep listening involves a very complex set 
of skills that includes the translation of what they see with their adult eyes to preserve the 
otherness of childhood and adolescence. It is more than simply “putting yourself in the shoes 
of others.” It includes the ability to be aware of one’s personal beliefs and judgements so that 
educators can remain open and pay attention to the multiplicity of cognitions, emotions and 
behaviors of all students. A deliberate act of authentic listening creates and maintains 
teachers’ interpersonal relationships where students and their families can find a space to be 
authentic, have their voice heard and become protagonists of their learning. Deeper listening 
is therefore considered a prerequisite for teaching because it enables educators to personalize 
the learning process to students’ unique needs and interests. 
Japanese Context 
The recent gradual shift away from homogeneity and recognition of diversity in 
Japanese society as well as Japanese educational systems may have influenced teachers 




considered as a highly homogeneous country, socially and culturally, for a long time. Not 
only race, ethnicity, and language were considered similar across the country, but also certain 
values, behaviors, and lifestyles were to some extent expected among its residents. Though 
ethnic and racial minorities, such as the Ainu, Koreans, immigrants, and foreign workers, 
have been residing in Japan, their languages, values, and behaviors have often been pressured 
to assimilate into the mainstream culture. Similarly, in schools, detailed rules about uniforms, 
hairstyles, and behaviors shaped children to conform and to negate diversity. Under these 
circumstances, empathic communication takes in a unison form, without separating self and 
others, and silence becomes a preferred method of communication rather than assertion (Kim 
& Markus, 2002). Only in the last couple of decades has diversity in ethnicity, gender, and 
lifestyle been recognized. For example, in 1991, the Central Council for Education in Japan 
requested education to transition from formal equality into substantive equity; in other words, 
education needs to shift from focusing on everyone getting the exact same education to 
emphasizing people getting more individualized education (The Central Council for 
Education in Japan, 1991). This example portrays the government's recognition of diversity 
within a population where the differences have long been negated. These gradual changes in 
social structures and educational goals may have led the characterization of empathy to 
recognizing the differences within a group and tolerating the differences among others in 
Japanese educational context. 
South African Context 
Mbiti (1996) explains the collective approach to life of an African person (Ubuntu) as 
such: “When he suffers, he does not suffer alone but with the corporate group. When he 
rejoices, he rejoices not alone but with his kinsmen, his neighbours and his relatives, whether 
dead or living. Whatever happens to the whole group, happens to the individual.” (p.108) The 




values of Ubuntu according to Broodryk are humanness, caring, sharing, respect and 
compassion.  Empathy can be seen as a common thread through all these values, but 
specifically empathy is related to caring, and also to compassion.  Broodryk (2006) explains 
empathy as the ability to enter into another’s personality and imaginatively experience the 
fate of another.  
Hodges and Myers (2007) describe three components of empathy. The first is feeling 
the same emotion as another person. The second component, personal distress, refers to one’s 
own feelings of distress in response to perceiving another’s plight. The third emotional 
component is feeling compassion for another person. Having empathy is a vital step towards 
compassionate action.  Compassion relates to empathy or feeling for the suffering of others, 
prompting one to selflessly provide help to them, or to at least try to understand their sorrow 
or problem (Broodryk, 2006). This prompting into action can be referred to as compassionate 
action. Compassionate action requires personal self-control and energy.  Hodges and Myers 
(2007) believe that compassionate action merits special attention since it tends to initiate 
prosocial and helping behaviours. The responses from South African educators illustrate how 
empathy is about acknowledging that learners may be experiencing intense social and 
emotional difficulties, which interfere with their ability to concentrate and to learn optimally.  
Having empathy, and engaging in compassionate action, allows the educator to accompany 
the learner in their difficulties, and it takes its toll on educators.   
Consistently having this kind of empathy for others, does require self-control and can 
result in Compassion Fatigue (Marsay, 2015).  Bloom (2017) also states that empathy can 
lead to burnout and exhaustion.  Bloom advocates that compassion is distinct from empathy 
and a preferred alternative. He believes compassion – in the sense of valuing other people and 




empathy and few of its weaknesses.   
Lartey (2003) underscores the importance of maintaining a sense of one’s own 
identity and the strength that comes from having a clear sense of one’s self.  One of the 
critical challenges for working with empathy in a multicultural context is to maintain an 
attachment to one’s own cultural heritage, while at the same time sustaining an awareness of, 
and acknowledging, the differing realities of people from diverse cultural heritages.  
Bloom (2017) adds an interesting perspective about empathy, in that he believes that 
in practical terms empathy may be a limited skill. He is of the opinion that while empathy can 
motivate kindness, it can also trigger cruel and irrational reactions, including social atrocities.   
Bregman (2020) believes that empathy does not always create a better world.  He argues that 
empathy has the possibility to make us less forgiving. The more we identify with people who 
are suffering, the more we become blind to the perspective of the adversaries. So, while 
empathy encourages us to walk in someone else’s shoes, to capture the altruism of true 
empathy we need to walk in everyone else’s shoes.  Bregman (2020) states “The sad truth is 
that empathy and xenophobia go hand in hand. They are two sides of the same coin.” (p. 217)  
Romanian context 
Romania is a South-Eastern European country which has been moving from 
command to market economies after the fall of the communist regime in 1989. In centrally 
planned economies under the Communist regime, unemployment did not officially exist, and 
people were largely allocated to their roles by selective processes; career was linked with 
individualism, and regarded as a social vice (Watts and Sultana, 2004). In this sense, 
Romania was a closed “society”, with closed borders and with the lack of information, during 
the Communist period 1945-1989 (David, 2015). 




Romania is confronted in the last years with a high number of migrant populations. From the 
analysis of the data provided by the County Centres of Educational Assistance and Resources 
in 2017, 94,896 children in Romania have one or both parents abroad, and 17,425 children 
are affected by the migration of both parents.  
According to David (2015), there is a lack of leadership in organisations, particularly 
in identifying the mistakes of the employees or giving rewards to all employees to not affect 
their personal relationships, which is a characteristic of a collectivist structure. The lack of 
leadership and positive values, attitudes and empathy, has affected Romanian institutions all 
together, including the educational system. David (2015) also underlines the lack of trust 
among Romanian people - they see each other as a potential competitor, which developed 
into the lack of openness. The country’s historical past has affected the thinking and behavior 
of its people in the society.  This historical perspective brings into discussion of another 
aspect related to the Romanian mentality, the idea that strangers come to Romania to take 
something away which prohibits its people to engage in various activities and opportunities 
that may require trust and openness.   
Although it has been a historically difficult time for the country and its people, there 
has been several attempts to overcome the shortages, slowly change the social and cultural 
backgrounds, and develop trust, positive values and attitudes. The recent national political 
documents asking for SEL-related syllabi and tools within the Romanian education system 
was a critical step in this movement. These even include the concept of developing empathy 
within the institutions, among neighbors and friends. 
Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) is a topic of interest in Romanian educational 
environment. Educators are interested in learning more about SEL, how to incorporate SEL 
activities into the classroom, and how to develop SEL skills of students. Ultimately, 




emotional competences so that they are better prepared for facing social changes, developing 
their careers, and enhancing their future goals. 
Turkish Context  
The empathy themes, with respect to communication and respecting diversity, align 
with the Turkish context, especially when considering the recent refugee issue.  In March 
2011, Turkey embarked on an open door policy after Syrian civil war. Due to this open door 
policy, the country is hosting the highest number of refugees from Syria, followed by Iraq, 
Iran, and Afghanistan as well as other countries in the world.  According to UNICEF 
statistics (2016), 54% of the refugees in Turkey are children aged between 0-18 years old. 
Turkish teachers in recent years have experienced changes in their teaching with an increased 
number of students from different cultures, races, ethnic backgrounds and languages. With 
the language barriers and communication issues the refugee children bring into the 
classrooms, it was not a surprise to find that the Turkish educators emphasized the 
importance of communication skills and respect for diversity in their responses. Another 
factor is that the survey participants were from cosmopolitan cities of Turkey, such as 
Ankara, İstanbul and Gaziantep, which have a remarkable number of Syrian refugees. Since 
the open-door policy began, teachers have struggled with learning how to integrate the Syrian 
refugees into the school system and establish positive peer relations.  Thus, it is not surprising 
that Turkish educators stressed the need for both their students and teachers to possess strong 
empathy skills reflected by communication skills and respect for diversity which should 
enable educators to become more open, flexible and able to adjust to varying contexts in 
culturally diverse classrooms. Recent research indicates that teachers who have refugee 
children in their classroom have been found to possess a higher level of communication skills 




attention to refugee issues, the Ministry of Education (MoNE) with UNICEF published a 
manual including programs and activities for teachers about how they can work with refugee 
children and their families. The manual highlights the importance of developing  empathy 
skills among all stakeholders, including educators, students and their parents (Baloğlu, Göv 
& Bağrıaçık, 2017).  
USA Context 
 While increased xenophobia and anti-migration has periodically occurred throughout 
the history of the United States, within education there is a strong value on designing 
classroom settings to ensure that students from all cultures and differing abilities are able to 
thrive.  It is not surprising therefore, that being able to “appreciate diversity” was an element 
of empathy.  Pre-service educators in the USA receive multicultural training that views the 
recognition of differences, respect for differences, and appreciating and valuing differences 
along a continuum.  While recognizing the importance of understanding the various 
backgrounds of their students, educators reported that appreciating differences goes beyond 
cultural differences and that it is important for them to help students learn how to cooperate 
and collaborate on group projects in the classroom, which will serve as an important 
workforce readiness skill. USA educators also believed that the ability to appreciate others 
perspectives was critical in being able to discuss and confront different political viewpoints. 
Key elements related to appreciating differences include being aware of one’s biases and 
values and being open to learning new ideas.   
Implications for Policy and Practice            
In 2020, Romanian Ministry of Education and Research requested the National Centre 
for Policies and Evaluation in Education (NCPEE) to develop a guide that provides example 




volume guide (Andrei et al., 2020) was designed to support school counselors, teachers and 
students in dealing with distance learning in the context of the pandemic. In this section of 
the paper, we provide an example of a country (Romania) that has embraced the importance 
of SEL skills and our collaborative work and took an action of providing educators with 
practical resources that can be implemented in the classrooms. The information provided 
focuses on the example programs and activities that are relevant to developing empathy 
skills. While we acknowledge and appreciate the differences in country contexts, one theme 
that is common across the 7 countries is that empathy plays a critical role in developing SEL 
skills as well as coping with the consequences of the pandemic.  As a result, we provide the 
practical resources that educational leaders can consider in continuing education during the 
pandemic and helping students develop the skills needed in their educational and professional 
pathways.  
The SEL programmes and activities in the Romanian guide are categorized into 
elementary, middle, and high/ VET schools and based on the actual lessons and programs of 
the Romanian school counselors. Examples below focus on the development of empathy 
skills, in particular.  
Empathy-related programs and activities in elementary school 
  An SEL program “We are all special!” aims to develop socio-emotional skills of 
students, some of who have low self-esteem and difficulties in developing positive 
relationships. One of the modules “How Do I Make Friends?” aims to develop collaboration 
and empathy skills by helping students reflect on the story of “A Good Heart,” making a 
collage of “The Flower of Friendship,” and analyzing a friend’s behaviors. Another activity 
“An Injured Heart Cannot Be Completely Healed!” aims to develop empathy and social 




unfriendly behaviors and their consequences in the story, and adopting behaviors that 
facilitate healthy friendships. 
More lessons that are particular to elementary school can be found in Romania’s 
national political documents. For early grades (Grades 1-2), the concept of empathy can be 
taught through role-playing and simulation (dramatization, puppets, and theater) which 
allows them to experience real life situations while developing verbal and nonverbal 
communication, empathy and tolerance. It is recommended to create various, colorful, 
original products, to capture the imagination and creativity of young students.  
Empathy-related programs and activities in middle school 
The main themes identified from the middle school counselors include students' 
awareness of their own emotional statuses and identification of coping mechanisms in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, stress management caused by academic demands, 
prevention and reduction of bullying in the school environment, supporting and developing 
independent living skills for students whose parents work and/or live abroad and reducing the 
negative consequences of parents’ migration, etc. The sample activities such as “Together We 
Will Get Along,” “The Game of Qualities,” “Empathy and Integration,” “Empathy - 
Through the Eyes of the Other” aim to encourage the students to understand the role of 
empathy in interpersonal relationships, discuss how to improve empathic communication, and 
practice empathy skills through learning activities.  
More lessons that are particular to middle school can be found in Romania’s national 
political documents (Ministerul Educației Naționale, 2017). For grade 5-8, the concept of 
empathy can be developed through the “Manifestation of empathy in relation to individual 
and/ or group differences.” Specific school activities that can be implemented include pair/ 
team discussions based on proverbs and common sayings, empathy exercises identifying 




characters to understand empathy. These can be followed by discussions on real emotions, 
reactions and behaviors towards diversity. Students can also role play in order to experience 
the emotions felt by others, especially those who are perceived as being “different.”  
Empathy-related programs and activities in high and VET schools 
Sample programs in high/ VET school include “Emotions- Friend or Enemy,” 
“Together with Colleagues from the Final Year!,” “At the Beginning of High School,” 
“Dictionary of Emotions.” These are designed to develop interrelationship and empathy skills 
by identifying ways to maintain and create supportive relationships, adapting to the new 
context of physical distancing, actively engaging in emotional and social growth, and 
expressing empathy messages to their peers in online settings. During these activities, 
students learn about the techniques of empathic communication and self-assessment of their 
empathic capacity. (The three-volume guide is available free of charge on the Romanian 
Minister of Education and Research website: https://educatiacontinua.edu.ro/ghid-de-
consiliere.html) 
The COVID-19 pandemic has established a clear need to ensure that students continue 
to learn online, cope with the difficulties, and build the necessary workplace skills that will 
position themselves for success in the 21st century. Romania adapted quickly to this new 
environment and successfully delivered the resources needed for its educators, students and 
their parents. This is partly due to a shared understanding of the government, researchers, and 
educators on what is needed in the midst of the pandemic. Given the nature and value of 
empathy in the COVID era that allows educators to connect with students emotionally and 
psychologically and prepares our students for the world of work in the long term, it is 
necessary to invite everyone to the table to discuss the strategies that can work and provide 
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Table 1: Empathy Domains 
Cluster Theme Countries Represented 
Complex Communication Skills Italy, South Africa, USA, Romania, Turkey, 
Japan 
Manage Conflict and Coordinate With 
Others 
Romania, Greece, USA, Italy, Japan, South 
Africa 
Respecting Diversity USA, Turkey, Japan, Greece, Italy 
Deeper Listening Italy, USA, Greece 
Compassion Italy, Romania, South Africa 
Tolerating Differences Romania, South Africa, USA 
Appreciating Diversity of Experiences and 
Perspectives 
USA and Japan 
 
 
